An artful learning framework for organisations by Drew, Glenys
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
QUT Digital Repository:  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/ 
Drew, Glenys M. (2008) An artful learning framework for organisations. Journal of 
Management & Organization, 14(5). 
 
 
    © Copyright 2008 eContent Management Pty. Ltd. 
Page  1
AN ARTFUL LEARNING FRAMEWORK FOR ORGANISATIONS 
Glenys Drew 
Senior Leadership Development Consultant, Human Resource Department, 
Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane QLD 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
This paper proposes an Artful Learning Framework as an organisational 
development initiative. The framework is designed to assist people in 
organisations seeking higher levels of engagement in their strategic and 
operational endeavours, such as navigating change.  The Artful Learning 
Framework offers three strategies as potential artful learning events designed to 
help people in organisations engage with each other creatively to achieve their 
organisational and professional goals. The Artful Learning Wave Trajectory 
model (Kerr, 2006) forms a conceptual antecedent for the Artful Learning 
Framework. The Framework’s strategies align with the relevant literature on 
organisational learning and, in particular, a proposition of Kerr (2006) who 
identifies a suite of skills, capacities and capabilities that are important in 
organisations. The notion of the wave, with the effect of ‘pausing and gathering’ 
to consider amidst the inevitable ambiguity and turbulence of forward 
movement, is invoked as a metaphor for the elements of the Framework which 
support its strategies. The paper will be of interest to individuals and groups that 
are committed to profound learning and capability building for the benefit of 
themselves, their teams and the organisations in which they work. 
 
Key Words:  Reflection, engagement, organisations, artful learning, 
management, change 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
It is proposed that real learning involves preparedness to be unsettled (from 
preconceived notions; habitual behaviours), to question, be creative, and to brook a 
wider span of possible options in organisational life. The Artful Learning Wave 
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Trajectory model described by Kerr (2006) reflects the notion of perturbation and 
disturbance capable of spawning creativity as precursors to learning and action 
(Maturana & Varela 1980, 1987). The purpose of the paper is not to rehearse or 
further examine Kerr’s (2006) model, worthy though that might be, but to suggest 
some practical strategies that give effect to the following proposition of Kerr’s (2006) 
when she discusses the Artful Learning Wave Trajectory model as follows: 
The proposition in this paper [Kerr, 2006, writes] is that skills, capacities and 
capabilities required of people in their organisations include the need to be 
reflective, to engage with change, to be comfortable with ambiguity, to have  
standards, to understand the key questions that need to be asked in any 
situation, to be conscientious about both people and what they want, and 
to ask about values and trust (p.2) 
 
A scan of the literature supports these identified skills, capacities and capabilities as 
critical to well-functioning organisations. This paper proposes an Artful Learning 
Framework suggesting three strategies aimed at artfully honing those skills, capacities 
and capabilities in people and, hence, in organisations. The strategies of the 
Framework, as for any activity that purports to support the notion of ‘being artful’ , 
have to do with transforming self through profound learning experiences which 
extend human consciousness, as opposed to more instrumental forms of management 
(Kerr & Darso 2007). For this paper, the wave is a metaphor for the conceptual reality 
of turbulence, changeability and ambiguity inevitably inherent in life for the ‘self’, 
people and organisations (Barnett 2004), and for the concept of ‘drawing back’ to 
pause and gather (information, people, insight), reflect and engage, as a continuous 
cycle of learning and growth for the self and the organisation (Figure 1). The paper 
suggests that to operate in such a way is a form of ‘art’ which stands to enhance 
effectiveness for people and organisations. This ‘art’, as for the Framework, is ever a 
work in progress. Hence, deployment of the Framework, for example in an 
organisational change process, is seen as involving an act of will for those involved 
with leading the change to behave in ways which support productive outcomes and 
artful, co-operative learning processes. For this purpose, the Framework encompasses 
three stages, ‘Sound beginning’, ‘Artful Appreciation’ and ‘Ongoing learning’ (Figure 
2).  
 
Stages of the Artful Learning Framework 
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The Artful Learning Framework invests in the preparation stage of a sound beginning, 
a middle stage of artful appreciation during the course of consulting and engaging 
effectively with others in deploying the Framework, and a third brief stage to promote 
ongoing learning by way of evaluation and communication of insights gained to 
inform future practice. It is proposed that organisations which embark on major 
organisational initiatives may do so with a ‘get down to business’ approach, or an 
approach that takes cognizance of a deeper canvass of the issues involved. The former 
approach may fail because of a lack, in fact, of sound beginning, a superficial or 
notional consultation process which denies an artful appreciation of the real issues 
involved, and lack of any mechanism to capture and transfer any learning that might 
have been harnessed for future benefit – a perhaps not unfamiliar scenario in 
organisations. Aspects of the three stages are outlined in the course of the paper. The 
discussion begins with the Conceptual Underpinning of the Artful Learning 
Framework including an overview of the Framework’s strategies before considering 
the Strategies of the Artful Learning Framework in more detail.   
 
Conceptual Underpinning of the Artful Learning Framework 
 
The Artful Learning Framework is underpinned firstly by Kerr’s (2006) proposition 
concerning the skills, capacities and capabilities that are required by organisations. 
The Framework purports to boost those capabilities with a process of learning-in-
action. The Framework’s most useful application is as a planning, consultation and 
recommendation process for organisational change or other major organisational 
initiative of engagement, working in conjunction with the organisation’s relevant 
executive stakeholders for the initiative. As Knight and Trowler (2001) point out, 
merely examining our thought processes and learning strategies may not necessarily 
result in change. It is proposed that pausing and reflecting, for individuals and 
organisations, calls for act of will to suspend  ‘autobiographical’ responses borne of 
habit in favour of canvassing the full scope of an issue, behaving in ways that promote 
participation and inclusion, taking soundings to see what others think, and overall to 
consider relevant matters in their wholeness.  It is argued that artful appropriation to 
‘help people to keep upgrading their metacognitive awareness and to reflect more 
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rigorously’ (Knight & Trowler 2001) could well receive greater attention in our 
organisations when effective change leadership is required. The Framework simply 
offers an artful means of achieving successful, sustainable quality for organisational 
initiatives and fostering the ongoing learning of all members.  
Secondly, accordingly, the Artful Learning Framework is underpinned by the notion 
of learning as a product (Kerr 2006). The product or artefact here is reflective 
practice; not as something called in occasionally but as a cultivated aspect of 
ontological patterning or ‘way of being’ for the self (Barnett 2004). The Artful 
Learning Framework strategies are proposed to foster an artful sophistication of 
process to trade ‘dependent uncritical thinking’ for ‘independent critical thinking’, 
individually and collectively (Daft 2002), seeking to refine and improve ‘means’ in 
order to improve ‘ends’ (outcomes).  Fundamental to the Framework design is a belief 
that the learning process itself is a pivotal source of competitive advantage, with the 
ability to ‘learn faster...[said to be, in fact] the only sustainable source of competitive 
advantage’ (Starkey 1996: 14). The evocation is that of a drawing back where people 
exert their collective will to behave in a way which increases the calibre of 
‘participation, collaboration and persuasion’ which is said to be necessary to achieve 
any ‘innovative accomplishment’ (Moss Kanter 1997: 108).  It might be said that 
learning as product involves a degree of pausing to reflect and consider what makes 
for quality engagement, as productive engagement is vital to navigating change or 
other strategic or operational improvement (London 2002). 
 
The key strategy of the Framework is deploying cross-functional groups when 
navigating major organisational change, strategic development, restructure, system 
review or similar initiative. The cross-functional group strategy draws together people 
of different roles, status and level to gather maximum cross-organisational 
intelligence on issues affecting staff, when high levels of engagement are critical to 
the success of the initiative (Moss Kanter 1997). Enhancing this strategy is a built-in 
evaluation component which works during the life of the group to leverage the 
reflective process for richer outcomes. The aim of this central strategy is to provide a 
safe, reflective locus of participation and consultation where staff members may feel 
part of a change process that affects them. It will be outlined that the Artful Learning 
Framework is meant to operate as a ‘living laboratory’ for a change process that is 
inclusive, participative, and rich rather than superficial in its scan of options.  A final 
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underpinning concept is that the learning (as product) derived from applying the 
Framework is captured, communicated and acknowledged to be as significant as the 
practical recommendations and outcomes yielded from application of the Framework 
so as to inform future practice. The three strategies of the Framework are outlined 
briefly below, noting the element of Kerr’s (2006) proposition to which each strategy 
refers:  
• The ‘Provocateur’ pertains to having standards, and understanding the key 
questions that need to be asked in any situation (Kerr 2006). The strategy 
involves using strategic questioning to provoke a deeper canvassing of issues 
for decision-making and/or problem-solving. 
• ‘Trading Places’ demonstrates conscientiousness about people and what they 
want; and cares and asks about values and trust (Kerr 2006). This strategy 
aims to enhance appreciation of organisational issues. It seeks to increase 
insight into the needs of others including clients/stakeholders. Seeing matters 
from the perspective of key ‘other’; for example, if two leaders of functional 
support areas exchange roles for a time, may yield a fresh perspective on 
issues and more balanced understanding of the strategic and operational issues 
touching each of the functional domains.  
• The Self-evaluating Cross-organisational (or Mixed) Group strategy promotes 
reflection to enhance engagement in change, tolerance of difference and of 
ambiguity  (Kerr 2006). This central strategy of the Framework promotes 
effective consultation and, hence, engagement (‘buy-in’) for a change process 
or other key organisational initiative. 
 
The identification of the Framework’s strategies, while being fuelled by Kerr’s (2006) 
proposition above, emerge as practical suggestions from the author’s research and 
practice. This includes opportunities to have tested, as part of practice rather than 
research, the Cross-organisational Mixed Group strategy, and the ‘Provocateur’ and 
‘Trading Places’ strategies of the Framework.  In the example observed, a cross-
functional group approach was applied to an organisational change issue where 
consultation on new strategic direction was being sought by the relevant Chief 
Executive Officer. The strategies entitled ‘Provocateur’ and ‘Trading Places’ were 
also facilitated and/or observed at the same organisation by the author, each within the 
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last four years.  It will be outlined that these observations suggested the usefulness of 
formally researching the strategies for their longer-term results. The observations 
from evidence-based practice tended to support the literature-based conceptual 
underpinnings of the strategies that the strategies serve usefully for artful learning and 
results.  The strategies of the Framework are outlined below, together with the 
particular skills, capabilities and capacities of Kerr’s (2006) proposition to which each 
refers.  
 
‘Provocateur’  
 
This strategy, usually deployed in pairs, offers an artful approach to problem-solving. 
It involves probing with deeper questions and identifying possible gaps in thinking on  
difficult problems or issues.  In canvassing wider options it may enrich a change 
process or other organisational issue because it delves beyond the superficial 
responses of habit to probe for more creative ways of thinking and acting on all kinds 
of issues and perceived problems in organisations. 
 
‘Trading Places’ 
 
Thinking from the standpoint of ‘other’ may change the way we see things. The 
‘Trading Places’ strategy of the Framework may be deployed as role exchange, for 
example for two managers of cognate areas of the organisation involved in offering 
service delivery to clients. The strategy helps organisational members gain greater 
insight into the perspective of ‘other’ including overlapping ‘territorial’ issues which 
typically fragment organisations.  It promotes a fuller appreciation of all of the many 
facets of a change process or other organisational initiative for a more concerted, 
strategic view of the issues involved. All three strategies promote organisational 
understanding. The central strategy, briefly outlined next, may incorporate the two 
outlined so far as the concept of drawing back to pause, gather, reflect and engage is 
common to each.  
 
Cross-organisational Group strategy with built-in Evaluation component  
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The Cross-organisational (Mixed) Group strategy with built-in Evaluation component, 
the central strategy of the Framework, seeks a genuine approach to canvassing issues 
amongst those affected by a change process or other major organisational initiative so 
that the process potentially gains the greater ‘buy in’ of organisational members. 
Members of the mixed group are representative of organisational areas affected by the 
proposed change. The built-in evaluation component is designed to help ensure that 
reflective practice occurs systematically within the group during the life of the mixed 
group tasked with consulting, planning and navigating the change process.  For this 
purpose, a ‘Learning Agent’ (LA) is assigned from within the group or groups. The 
LA moderates the work of the cross-organisational group in terms of process and goal 
achievement during the group’s tenure. The LA exerts a refining effect on learning 
and action. Thus the built-in evaluation component helps ensure that reflection on 
action occurs as an integral part of the group’s meeting its goals. The LA helps the 
group acknowledge the learning that comes out of navigating the change process in 
consultation to inform and continuously improve their practice. In the words of Ibarra 
(2003: 5), in ‘doing first and knowing second…we evaluate alternatives to criteria 
that changes as we do…[and] where we end up often surprises us’.   
 
It is said that if a group (as for an organisation) is acting with the integrity of  sound 
operating principles where actual behaviours match espoused behaviours, the group is 
better placed to adjust to new information and change (Delahaye 2000).  Thus the 
mixed group process, and its built-in self-evaluation component, invest in improving 
the intrinsic value and quality of process and outcomes through an artful cycle of 
learning and knowing (Ibarra 2003). The strategies of the Artful Learning Framework 
are next described in more detail against the dimensions of Kerr’s (2006) key 
proposition to which each refers, and the element of the Artful Learning Framework 
(Figure 1) to which each strategy relates. 
 
Strategies of the Artful Learning Framework 
 
Propositional element (Kerr 2006): to have standards; to understand the key 
questions that need to be asked in any situation 
Element of Framework:  Pause to provoke for artful solutions   
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Strategy - ‘Provocateur’  
  
The ‘Provocateur’ strategy of the Artful Learning Framework repudiates superficial, 
‘reactive’ readings of situations in favour of considering potentially richer solutions. 
In understanding the key questions that should be asked in a situation and chasing 
gaps in understanding, one gains an appreciation of the larger whole (Kerr 2006). 
Under the ‘Provocateur’ sub-strategy, an issue or dilemma requiring resolution is 
outlined briefly by ‘Person A’ (the individual experiencing the particular problem or 
challenge). No names or identifiers are used at any time during the process. ‘Person 
B’ invites Person B to expand on the issue, asking only questions, providing no 
comments or advices. Person B asks deeper, more probing questions to help reach 
dimensions of the issue which might not have been explored. Person B asks further 
questions to check relevant bodies of knowledge which might usefully be brought to 
bear on the situation. Person A is then asked to outline the issue again taking note of a 
broader canvass of issues and potential new understanding which the further questions 
may have prompted. Person B asks Person A to identify what might lie in the 
potential ‘gap of understanding’ between what was stated the first time and the second 
time to see if this sheds light on the situation.  Person A and Person B confer, 
exploring the issue with potentially a more creative solution than otherwise might 
have been achieved. In a sense, the very disturbance of self (Kerr 2006) challenges the 
self to better learning, decisions and action.  
 
It is posited that ‘artful learning’ presupposes artful action. The central premise of the 
root word, ‘art’ has to do with human skill in making or doing something. Deploying 
a systematic means of reflecting on process is essential in change leadership 
operations (Drew 2006; London 2002; Rao & Rao 2005; Thach 2002). These 
concepts underpin the central strategy of the Framework, that of the mixed cross-
organisational groups to leverage engagement in organisational change initiatives. 
 
Propositional element (Kerr 2006):  To be conscientious about people and what they 
want, and to ask about values and trust 
Element of Framework: Gather in the perspectives of ‘other’ for artful appreciation  
Strategy - ‘Trading Places’  
 
Page  9
The strategy, ‘Trading Places’ seeks to create vital understanding between 
organisational areas for strategic and operational benefit. It is useful in organisations 
to ‘force into the open aspects of the culture that may not have been previously 
recognized’ (Schein 2003: 440). ‘Trading Places’ helps artfully to appreciate those 
aspects of underlying culture, or of habitual process, for example, which, to address, 
would result in greater understanding and improved practice. The strategy seeks to 
‘unearth’ held assumptions regarding, for example, what other clients or stakeholders 
want, or what key parties encounter when they interface with the organisation. The 
strategy works to address organisational issues from a ‘whole of organisation’ 
perspective rather than addressing issues in a fragmented way.  Addressing the link 
between achieving the best interests of the organisation and the best interests of 
clients is said to be a key task of management (Butler, Cantrell, Flick & Randall 
1999). As Bawden (1998: 39) also suggests, ‘if we are to change the way we do things 
in the world about us, we first need to change the way we see things’.  Such may be 
the transformation yielded by travelling the road of the ‘other’ as, under the ‘Trading 
Places’ strategy, key personnel commit to doing, learning and then knowing in order 
to appreciate different perspectives and realities and thus operate in a more 
enlightened way.  
 
As part of our change process scenario, the ‘Trading Places’ strategy of the 
Framework may leverage understanding between cognate areas of the organisation 
where a greater appreciation of issues faced by the other will bear usefully on how the 
change agenda is devised and how it plays out in practice. For example, when two 
managers of cognate and inter-relating organisational areas exchange roles for a 
period of time they tend to experience the challenges of the other area while gaining 
greater insights. The strategy aims to improve appreciation of issues in their 
completeness. Seeing issues in their ‘wholeness’ is argued by Wheatley (2003) as 
artful learning [which] goes beyond analysing discrete events or individuals [arguing, 
in fact, that] ‘analysis narrows our field of awareness and actually prevents us from 
seeing the total system’, because as ‘we move..into the details’ we move ‘farther away 
from learning how to comprehend the system in its wholeness’ (Wheatley 2003: 499, 
500). Fragmentation, because of its very focus on ‘segment’ or ‘self’ rather than 
‘whole’ or ‘other’, is the enemy of a change process. It forgets about values and trust; 
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it clings, unthinking, to artificial boundaries, unseeing the potently informing gems of 
‘difference’ and the perspectives of ‘other’.  
 
As ‘Trading Places’ is focused on building an ‘other’ centred perspective to solve 
organisational problems, it aids planning for potential challenges. Insights yielded 
may prosper proactively ‘shared vision [said to be] a powerful tool for achieving 
extraordinary results’ (Parry 1996: 47). To be successful, the strategy requires 
artfulness to maximise the experience for shared understanding between 
organisational units. It takes ‘artfulness’ to mitigate the ‘silo’ effect, and for making 
those adjustments which might effect better procedures, processes and outcomes for 
the organisation’s clients and stakeholders. Thus, the strategy potentially presents an 
artful learning opportunity capable of transforming the ‘self’ and the self’s situated 
environment.  As Pedler, Burgoyne and Boydell (1997: 3) suggest: ‘A Learning 
Company is an organisation that facilitates the learning of all its members and 
consciously transforms itself and its context. The next described strategy of the 
Framework builds upon the notions examined so far – pausing to provoke for artful 
solutions and gathering in the perspectives of ‘other’. It too emphasises applied 
learning in an inspirational environment which spawns creative decision-making, 
consultation and problem-solving. 
 
Propositional element (Kerr 2006): To reflect, engage with change and be 
comfortable with ambiguity 
Element of Framework: Reflect with self-critiquing group consultation     
Strategy - Self-evaluating Mixed (Cross-organisational) Group   
 
The central strategy of the Framework is to form a mixed cross-organisational group 
or groups whose role it is provide a locus for genuine consultation to gather views and 
gain engagement in the change process. As has been suggested, just as life in the 
physical environment takes soundings to adapt for durability and health, an 
organisation performs better when elements integrate and interact with each other 
(Morgan 1997). To embrace change willingly, people need to see a purpose and to 
understand why certain aspects of their roles or structure need to change. Being artful 
is creatively to explore options based on as wide a brief of possible knowledge, data 
and the experiences of self and others, and then to take action in incremental steps 
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even when the way ahead is not entirely clear. ‘If anything’, Miller (2003: 14) argues, 
‘the need for understanding how organisations learn and accelerating that learning is 
greater today than ever before’. Engagement, in organisations, does not occur by 
accident and needs to be nurtured. True engagement, as for learning, requires an artful 
approach. As Walker and Lambert (1995: 17-18) posit, ‘learning is a shared activity; 
and reflection and metacognition [in a shared environment] are vital in ‘constructing 
knowledge and meaning’. London (2002) suggests the value of securing engagement 
in important organisational ventures by engaging cross-functional groups, proposing 
that bringing together diverse experiences for collective learning is part of making any 
joint venture work. Under the Artful Learning Framework, this strategy brings 
together a mixed, cross-organisational group to gain a wide range of input and 
increase participation and engagement in an assisted reflective environment. The goal 
is that a spirit of engagement and reflective practice increasingly becomes part of 
organisational culture long after the cross-functional group has completed its work.  
 
Let us take, as an example, a change process to effect a change in strategic priorities. 
Typically, such a change process touches upon several organisational units, each 
possibly with different perspectives and some overlapping points of interface with the 
other. Under the strategy, a cross-organisational group is formed. The group consists 
of personnel at mixed rank, role type and level within functional areas affected by the 
change process.  Group members consult with colleagues in their organisational units 
on issues most important to them in relation to the change. The mixed groups meet 
and discuss overlapping ‘territorial’ or other issues in relation to the change. They 
suspend addressing system change until they explore cultural factors, tacit 
assumptions, and unearth possible latent misunderstandings which beneficially might 
be surfaced for discussion. The task of the mixed groups is to identify the linkage 
points and what actions need to be taken to secure the change, while also treating the 
exercise as a learning opportunity to effect more robust, better quality processes to 
apply to other aspects of their work. ‘What can we learn?’ is the tenor of their 
deliberations. 
 
Part of a sound beginning for enacting the Framework is identifying a Learning Agent 
(LA) for the group as someone interested in artful reflective processes. The LA is 
selected not on the basis of his or her substantive role or level but on a demonstrated 
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interest in people and notions of engagement, group learning concepts, and in 
different, artful approaches to learning and problem-solving. The LA is provided with 
prior briefing/training. The LA and group members meet in preparation with the 
stakeholder executives.  Built-in evaluation questions are mapped against tasks, 
timeline and co-operative learning goals. These are discussed and agreed with the 
group in conjunction with stakeholders before the group begins an artful appreciation 
of the real issues involved in the change initiative. Throughout, the LA undertakes 
‘real time’ evaluation of the group’s efforts.  
 
The LA helps expand the group’s horizons through questioning and dialogue and 
helps the group navigate the more complex issues which might arise in discussion. 
Dealing with difference is crucial to achieving best outcomes. Respectfulness is 
paramount and divergent views clearly are welcomed. The stakeholders assist with 
any major challenges faced. Improvements in process are negotiated and effected 
during the lifespan of the mixed group. The sponsor, Learning Agents and mixed 
groups hence have the opportunity to become ‘conduits of critical information from 
elsewhere in the organisation’; and may ‘serve as sounding boards, counselors, 
confessors, and pressure valves’ (Heenan & Bennis 2003: 153; Renz & Greg 2000). 
However, practice tells us that very often groups fail to reach their goals. Artful 
learning and action is to take the time and effort required to turn back to a failure to 
evaluate it and allow experience to inform future action for continuous improvement 
(Mitchell & Poutiatine 2001).  Senior imprimatur for such initiatives has been found 
to be critical (Maurer, Mitchell & Barbeite 2002). The LA interacts regularly with the 
sponsoring executive stakeholder/s as determined, as does the group on occasion. In 
group discussion, the group is demonstrably supported by the project sponsor who 
reinforces the importance of co-operation across organisational units in the change 
process being planned.  
 
The built-in self-evaluation component, as discussed with the group, works 
throughout as a barometer for effecting organic improvement through reflection and 
self-learning during the group’s life. This is similar to Kerr’s (2006) idea of perceived 
value, in terms of evaluation, being understood as enhancing the capacity of the 
creative living organism. The built-in self-evaluation questions constructively raise 
awareness of the behaviours and co-operative learning principles believed by group 
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members to be important. It is understood that regularly reflecting on and assessing 
behaviours perceived as important raises awareness concerning those desired 
behaviours and tends to embed them within the culture of the group (McCarthy & 
Garavan 2001). Smith and O’Neill (2003: 64) argue that ‘experience itself is a very 
slippery teacher; most of the time we have experiences from which we never learn’, 
while ‘action learning [another term for a reflective process] seeks to throw a net 
around slippery experiences, and capture them as learning’.  
 
To help the group think as a ‘collective’ for the greater good, the cross-functional 
teams which meet fortnightly are asked to consider the connection points of issues 
affected by the proposed change in the organisational units that they represent. The 
Learning Agent ensures broad, wide-scope questioning and dialogue to avoid the 
group falling to easy solutions.  The LA, group members and stakeholder leaders 
discuss relevant opportunities to deploy the auxiliary strategy, ‘Trading Places’, 
where they deem it would be valuable for a pairing of members to swap roles for a 
designated period of time or on an open-to-trial basis. In such a pairing, each may 
gather in the perspectives of ‘other’ to shed new light on an issue and gain a greater 
understanding of strategic organisational issues relating to the change and ongoing 
work. The ‘Provocateur’ strategy may be deployed at any time with the effect of 
suspending ready answers and superficial readings for more artful solutions.  The LA 
encourages full participation across the mix of perspective, styles, gender and cultural 
background. Gee (1991: 5) states that ‘vital “acquisition” happens in natural settings 
which are meaningful and functional’. Appreciating diversity may be agreed a ‘vital 
acquisition’ to guard against uncritical ‘group think’ behaviours or where the most 
strident individuals have their views accepted not necessarily for the worth of the 
view but by force of personality in putting the view, or by political overtones. The 
Artful Learning Framework ideally is geared to integrity, fairness, and to creating 
shared meaning and understanding to produce greater ‘ownership’ of shared vision; 
all artful concepts because they tend not to occur by default, requiring a will to act in 
particular ways to serve the collective good. 
 
Members of the mixed group consult within their own organisational areas and bring 
back salient issues, including those which their representative may not personally 
favour, and work through these co-operatively.  The group keeps itself accountable to 
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operate within agreed guidelines to pause, gather, reflect and engage for productive 
outcomes in a situated learning consultative process (Barker, Wahlers & Watson 
2001). Reflective practice is steered by the LA’s work within the group, in the way 
group members interact with each other and with the organisational units that they 
represent.  The stakeholders as leaders of the process exert a valuable role to sponsor 
and champion the group’s work and ensure that honest two-way communication 
occurs. Relevant to the spirit of the Framework is the question and answer offered by 
Max De Pree (2003): ‘What are artful leaders responsible for?’ ‘Leaders can decide to 
be primarily concerned with leaving assets to their institutional heirs or they can go 
beyond that and…leave a legacy..that takes into account the more difficult, qualitative 
side of life, one which provides greater meaning, more challenge, and more joy in the 
lives of those whom leaders enable’ (66). A further legacy of the process is the 
potential for members of the mixed group to build bridges of understanding between 
organisational units mitigating the ‘silo’ effect of territorial counties within the 
organisation. Thus, the cross-organisational group strategy fosters ‘organizational and 
group environments in which members share information and ideas’ in relation to a 
change process, for example, while ‘develop[ing] a sense of self-mastery and 
empowerment from modelling and observing others’ (London 2002: 250).  
 
The group considers opportunities to deploy the auxiliary strategy, ‘Trading Places’, 
where it is deemed valuable for a pairing of members to swap roles for a designated 
period of time or on an open-to-trial basis. Such pairings gather in the perspectives of 
‘other’ to shed new light and understanding on, for example, a key aspect of the 
change affecting two organisational areas. The ‘Provocateur’ strategy may be 
deployed at any time when in-depth exploration of issues are required, with the effect 
of suspending ready answers and superficial readings in favour of pausing to reflect 
on artful solutions.  
 
 
Periodically, the cross-functional project teams report on progress to their sponsor and 
to staff. In turn, the stakeholders of the change process provide any additional or new 
information to the mixed group so that the communication conduit remains complete.  
The LA ensures that this interchange of information occurs. The LA provides advices 
from the mixed group to organisational executive stakeholders on major implications 
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of the change process including potential pitfalls and opportunities to do things 
differently and better in relation to the change process.  Throughout, a key aspect is 
the built-in evaluation process ‘owned’ by the group and steered by the LA. The 
following outlines how the Learning Agent (LA), equipped with suitable training, 
assists the group to self-evaluate the mixed group process and the learning outcomes 
from the ‘Provocateur’ and ‘Trading Places’ strategies where relevant as a reflective, 
situated learning and review exercise (Barker, Wahlers & Watson 2001).  
 
The LA’s role is pivotal to the mixed group process. From the outset, the LA, 
supported by the sponsor, ensures that the observation/evaluation part of his/her role 
is not intrusive but that the responsibilities of the role are well understood by 
members. The LA artfully steers the evaluation process as, itself, a developmental 
exercise in ‘real’ time. The evaluation component may consist of Scanning, 
Questioning, Reflection, Discussion, Observation (Tyson 1998: 208).  
 
¾ Under ‘Scanning and Questioning’, the broad results envisaged from the mixed 
group work aligned with organisational goals and values are determined. The 
group discusses the goals to be achieved. A relevant timeline is formed and this is 
re-visited at each meeting of the group. A distinguishing feature of the Artful 
Learning Framework is that both task/outcome goals and co-operative learning 
(process) guidelines are clarified and are inspected regularly during the life of the 
group. 
¾ ‘Reflection’ and ‘Discussion’ relate then to determining the co-operative learning 
(process) goals as guiding principles for how the group will operate; essentially a 
code for how group members will work with each other. These goals may differ 
for every group, but some elements constituting a respectful, rigorous and 
creative/artful process are suggested below as a guide. From these, some key 
process questions are formed and these are returned to briefly before the close of 
each meeting. The group should formulate and hence ‘own’ its co-operative 
learning (process) guidelines and corresponding evaluation questions.  Checking 
both task and process questions before the close of each meeting keeps the group 
on track in these linked dimensions.  
¾ ‘Observation’ is a critical aspect of the built-in evaluation process.  While this is 
the principal role of the LA, group members commit to observing and refining the 
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way they work with each on both task and process goals. To ensure this reflection 
and observation occurs, task goals and co-operative learning (process) goals as 
questions are revisited , while at the end of the process, a final focus group 
captures and communicates the learning from the mixed group exercise for 
continuous organisational learning purposes. 
 
The self-evaluation process for group members aims contemporaneously to monitor 
and build individual ‘authenticity’ associated with the notion of ‘know[ing] oneself, to 
be consistent with oneself, and to have a positive and strength-based orientation 
toward one’s development and the development of others’ (Avolio 2005: 194). 
Evaluation questions surveying both task/outcome and process elements are provided 
in advance to members as advance reading, in keeping with the intention of raising  
consciousness concerning preferred behaviours to help embed these behaviours for 
maximum group effectiveness (McCarthy & Garavan 2001). The aim is to create an 
invigorating, creative and rigorous environment to leverage quality in decision-
making and in advices going forward to senior stakeholders on aspects of the change 
to leverage maximum engagement. The argument is that a quality result can stem only 
from a quality process, and the latter is more likely to occur as responsible people 
‘reflect, deeply reflect, on events that surround [themselves]’ and…are willing to 
observe, and modify where necessary, how their own behaviour and actions impact 
and influence others (Avolio 2005: 94).  
 
The LA drives the evaluation and engages the group so that the in-built evaluation 
operates as an artful continuous learning process. The LA and the group take ten 
minutes before the close of every meeting to evaluate and moderate group behaviours 
according to agreed questions. The LA records findings briefly, preferably using a 
laptop computer so that findings and achievements on both co-operative learning and 
task goals are recorded and agreed progressively.  Collaboration and co-operation are 
obviously key guidelines, and in paying equal attention to ‘achievement’ goal/s and 
‘group maintenance’ goals the group acknowledges the interdependency of both types 
of goals to useful outcomes (Barker,Wahler & Watson 2001: 38). As Limerick and 
Cunnington (1993) argue, collaboration is essential if a group is to experience 
optimum operating success. The LA’s role to prompt ‘learning in action’ is critical. A 
key question for the LA might be: Is high commitment to both task (achievement goal) 
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and co-operative learning (group maintenance goal) observable?  The result will not 
be perfect but conscientiously acting upon such a commitment is ‘being artful’. 
Following are the prompts that the LA might deploy in assessing continually the 
extent to which the mixed group is ‘being artful’ in its co-operative learning.   
 
Attendance to both task and to co-operative learning goals 
 
Full participation is dependent upon clarity on what the group is meant to achieve. If 
the goal of the group is to plan and effect a change process, the starting point is 
determining the goals for the group, and the goals for the organisational change 
process. Directional clarity questions for the organisation might be: Where are we 
now and where do we want to be in X period of time? What are the incremental steps 
involved in getting there? How will we know when we (as an organisation) are 
reaching the goal? Directional clarity questions for the group might be: What is our 
role and what is our goal? What is not part of our role? What five key process 
objectives will keep us on track to reach that goal? Harvey (1998) writes of the 
pitfalls of ‘the Abilene Paradox’, which is the ‘tendency for groups to embark on 
excursions which no group member actually wants’. ‘Stated simply’, Harvey writes, 
‘when organizations blunder into the Abilene Paradox, they take actions in 
contradiction to what they really want to do and therefore defeat the very purposes 
they are trying to achieve’ (1998: 15). Talking about what the objectives really are 
and gaining shared ownership of those objectives predicates consideration of how 
objectives might be reached. Then, identifying in advance the stages the group would 
like to reach in stepped timeframes is, of course, essential (Wysoki & Beck 2000). A 
high level of participation and a degree of comfort for individuals to express 
themselves freely should be evident. The LA’s qualitative observation and reporting 
activity should note silence, turn-taking and interruption. An adaptation of the 
Descriptive Rating Instruments described by Cathcart and Samovar (1984) may be 
used to note the ‘kinds of contributions’ made by group members (464-472). 
According to Sullivan (1996), ‘as individuals begin to share experiences, and others 
agree and make additional comments, an intuitive understanding seems to emerge 
about how well various groups are functioning’ (114). Some possible questions to 
promote artful refinement of the group process are suggested below:   
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Does evaluation show working ‘atmosphere’ or group ‘spirit’/zest to be high? - 
Relevant non-verbal cues might include alertness in eyes and posture, laughter and 
active listening. The LA might note clues such as whether individuals, when silent, 
appear to ‘tune out’, and whether overall body language within the group 
demonstrates concentration and active listening. Under the Framework, artful learning 
presupposes a preparedness to listen. Thus, a useful point of assessment for an 
effective working climate is: Do individuals appear genuinely to be listening to each 
other? What is the evident level of trust and positive working atmosphere? Trust is 
inspired through honest, genuine relationships according to Daft (2002). The Artful 
Learning Framework addresses the issue of trust head on by asking: In addressing the 
issue at hand, what are the potentially contentious issues, or questions that 
individuals have of each other, that will help us safeguard trust? Taking care of the 
trust issue in such a way minimises the ‘iceberg effect’ where the bulk of what really 
should be addressed lies under the discussion bar, leaving the superficial, only, to be 
formative to decisions being taken. The Framework also works to effect a more 
consultative environment. Leadership and management literature and evidence from 
practice suggest that productive interpersonal relationships which inspire the 
involvement of others are crucial to management (London 2002; Miller 2003). 
Moreover, it is said, people, at base, want meaningful lives, and the new worker is 
looking for shorter term tenure in functional workplaces that offer opportunities for 
new learning and professional growth (Taylor 2001). 
 
Power and influence 
 
At some stage the group process is likely to see individuals taking strong positions on 
issues. Does power and influence within the group appear to be reasonably equitable? 
Chances are that the answer is ‘no’ because of differences relating to personality, style 
and cultural difference. For example, organisations need to address racial or ethnic 
prejudices that may exist, and they may need to raise awareness on these issues 
through cultural diversity initiatives of various kinds (DeSimone, Werner & Harris 
2002). The LA takes note of cultural factors to ensure that group discussion truly 
benefits from diversity, rather than being driven by the assumptions of the dominant 
culture. Awareness regarding different kinds of power and influence in the group 
typically is a critical observation and learning point for the LA and group.  It will be 
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important to ask: What are the cultural diversity factors that we need to be aware of 
in rolling out this change process?  Further questions might be: What will it take to 
bring the current situation toward the ideal? Will this decision help bring this change 
about? Have we thought of other ways, besides this way, that will bring this change 
about? Often, it is said, ‘the vision is partial but people are able to identify pieces that 
need to change [and] later these specifics can be worked into a cohesive whole’ 
(Peavey 1994: 100-101). The problem is that factors such as cultural implications, 
such as correcting some of the faulty assumptions, values, and beliefs people have 
about other cultures may be overlooked in an albeit mixed group, depending on the 
backgrounds of its members (DeSimone et al 2002).  As with the other elements of 
suggested built-in ‘real time’ evaluation, appropriate measures should be introduced 
to ensure that issues of differentiated power, influence and cultural background are 
highlighted for inspection so that the whole group plan the change process in 
cognizance of such issues from the outset.  All members are accountable for just such 
checks and balances as these for enlightened, ethical behaviour, and in this regard, 
‘two heads are..better than one when it comes to decision making [and] as the 
psychological literature indicates, groups make better choices than do individuals’ 
(Heenan & Bennis 2003: 152).  
 
Communication between members (level of open/closed)  
 
It might be useful to ask: Was there evidence of lightness or of humour?  How we 
engage in an encounter sets the tone for the encounter and, to some extent, 
predetermines whether the interaction meets or fails to meet its aims. Relieving small 
tensions with humour and lightness artfully carves a course for constructive 
discussion in potentially ‘charged’ situations. Individuals transmit emotions, positive 
or negative. Indeed, on the positive side, Goleman, Boyatzis and McKee (2003) assert 
that ‘one of the reasons why emotionally intelligent leaders attract talented people [is] 
for the pleasure of working in their presence’ (52). Nevertheless, the presence of 
‘emotional magnets’ can be disconcerting, especially in a mixed cross-organisational 
group where individuals do not already know and understand each other. ‘Taboo’ 
behaviours such as disrespect, identified at the start, if they emerge, should be 
checked as encountered. Care is taken to disengage behaviour from personalities at all 
times. A ‘taboo’ behaviour might be to avoid ‘splinter’ groups emerging between 
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meetings. The group may agree that if an issue is considered sufficiently important to 
be raised in ‘splinter’ discussion, it merits group discussion. Again, skill is required to 
recognise the different norms in terms of open and closed communication styles 
existing between different cultures present in the group. Tyson (1998) notes that mild 
or severe culture shock potentially occurs for individuals moving into a group with a 
distinct but unfamiliar culture. This requires tact and sensitivity in group processes.  
 
Navigating disagreement and conflict 
 
In terms of handling conflict, the group is wise to agree at the outset that disagreement 
not be seen as disharmony, but as a positive challenge to ask deeper, more interesting 
questions. Disagreement is reframed as an opportunity to mine more creative 
possibilities. Peavey (1994) notes, ‘A strategic question is often one of those 
“unaskable” questions. And it usually is unaskable because it challenges the issues 
and assumptions that the whole issue rests upon’ (99). On all but straightforward 
issues, a point of positive evaluation is not the measure of agreement evident within 
the group but, more importantly, how divergent views are brought to bear for the best 
decisions. 
 
Ideally, the LA fosters recognition that all group members bring to the discussion 
table their assumptions and ‘autobiographical’ responses borne of prior experiences 
and preferred theories. McWilliam, Lather and Morgan (undated) note: ‘Each of us 
thinks and knows and believes and acts within fields of influences. Those influences 
also work on us and work within us, maybe in ways we’re not always aware of’ (19). 
A component of artful learning is to have the courage to see an alternative, even 
opposing point of view, and be able to critique it objectively and dispassionately. 
Questions are: Did group members use disagreement primarily to seek to understand, 
to reach a better decision, or to put a view even more forcefully? Did members listen 
to other views, work through disagreement and come to a decision when required?   
 
Finally, investing in a process of overall evaluation is a vital component of the Artful 
Framework. The effects of a learning initiative are not easy to measure, and it is 
difficult to ascribe success of a particular organisational objective to one element of 
influence given many possible influences in play. The expectation is that, as a by-
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product of participating in and critiquing the strategies of the Framework the 
principles of the Framework to pause and draw back (from superficial responses) to 
gather, reflect and engage (for artful result) will permeate organisational processes 
and behaviours. Learning organisations provide learning opportunities for sustainable 
development (Pedler et al 1997). This begins with recognising the benefits of their 
people developing their self-insight and professional growth (London 2002).  The 
points of application for the Artful Learning Framework in organisations are myriad, 
limited only by a potential sense that there is too little time to invest in processes that 
consider a range of strategic, operational, task and co-operative learning elements. 
Miller (2003) offers that given complexities of people and organisations (including, it 
might be said, less than rigorous approaches to ‘people’ issues), it is not surprising 
that leaders of organisations are seeking new ways of building capacities in their 
organisations to learn and re-learn. 
 
Final evaluation questions for the Artful Learning Framework round off a process that 
is characterised by a goal continuously to learn. These questions, typically addressed 
with a focus group of group members and key stakeholders at the end of the process, 
might include:   
• How many staff members are participating in a strategy or strategies of the 
Framework? Was there opportunity to trial all three strategies of the Framework?  
• What are the results of the group’s efforts in terms of task/recommendations and 
co-operative learning/process goals? (Participants are encouraged to use a 
reflective journal to document and reflect upon their learning and achievement in 
engaging with the Framework) 
• Do the reports of the Learning Agents on the ‘evaluator as learner’ component 
positively assess process quality and outcomes of strategies of the Framework? 
• ‘What can we learn for the future?’ in terms of the Framework’s application. 
 
Interim trial 
 
The author observed and trialled all three strategies at a tertiary education 
organisation in Australia while occupying a senior management leadership 
development role within the organisation. The mixed group strategy was utilised as 
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part of a consultation process for the development of new strategic vision for the 
organisation – one which called upon a significant change agenda touching most parts 
of the organisation. A number of cross-organisational mixed groups worked on 
aspects of the change process in respect of the proposed new strategy. The author had 
the opportunity to facilitate and observe this process. It was felt that higher levels of 
communication and participation yielded by the mixed group process paid dividends 
for ‘ownership’ of the strategy. However, in observing the work of the mixed groups, 
the author felt that a self-evaluating mechanism during the life of the group’s work 
was an important element that, had it been added, would have enhanced inclusiveness 
and the value of the exercise for learning and outcome. This view was confirmed 
when, as often occurs, suggestions for enhancing the group work were made by group 
members after the groups had met. There was no built-in mechanism for improving 
and monitoring practice while the groups were still in session. Typically, also, groups 
‘got down to the business’ in terms of the task with little thought to how they wished 
to operate and the guidelines of process they would adopt.  
 
In the ‘Trading Places’ exercise trialled in the same organisational context, two senior 
staff managers of cognate departments relevant to effecting elements of the change 
strategy exchanged roles for a period of three months. The result was a sense of 
increased understanding of the challenges faced by each department. Some specific 
recommendations went forward as to how the two departments could better work 
together for the benefit of clients. The result for the two departments was to build a 
more co-ordinated presence as service providers in cognate areas for clients. The trial 
was recognised as having been successful. The downfall noted was the shorter-term 
frustration for certain members of the organisation who had become used to relating 
to the managers in their substantive, rather than temporary, roles. However, the short-
term inconvenience was seen to have been outweighed by longer-term strategic 
benefit, stemming from drawing back to see issues affecting both departments and 
their client bases from an entirely different perspective. Those depending on the two 
departments for services were treated to a more concerted, strategic response because 
they were operating cohesively rather than in isolation.  The author did not facilitate 
the ‘Trading Places’ exercise, but contributed to its design and the debrief process 
which following the exercise, and was requested to comment upon the trial.  
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The ‘Provocateur’ exercise was deployed by the author as part a leadership program 
conducted around the same time in the same organisation. Participants were part of an 
accelerated leadership development program which included a change leadership 
dimension. In this context, the ‘Provocateur’ exercise was conducted in ‘workplace 
learning’ mode where, in a safe environment, participants could tackle in pairs 
difficult issues that they faced relating to change leadership in the context of the new 
strategic plan for the organisation. Overall, participants reported that the deeper 
questioning technique helped leaders solve perceived problems as they were assisted 
to ‘find the gaps’ in understanding to mine a richer seam of options. One participant, a 
female senior staff member working in a knowledge resource support role, said that 
the questioning technique, with her partner in the exercise, had occasioned a 
rephrasing of how she saw the problem and this, together with two or three further 
open questions, had identified previously unexplored possibilities which had led to the 
solution. These experiences are described here to state that further research is required 
to test the effectiveness of these strategies formally, but that sufficient evidence exists 
from the literature and practice so far to support the Framework as potentially 
delivering a reflective, engaged process of artful learning in organisations.   
 
As stated, the missing link in the informal trial was believed to be a form of built-in 
evaluation of the mixed group exercise, with one person from within the group having 
responsibility for that role with support provided. It is felt that this dimension would 
provide a valuable ‘check and balance’ effect to ensure that group members reflect 
more deeply on issues, and on their interpersonal behaviours.  On this note it is 
important to propose that ‘being artful’ is both an attitude and a will to act with 
integrity  to make and do things differently, to eschew the ‘quick fix’ approach to 
which all readily succumb in time-poor environments. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
It has been proposed from the literature that to be artful is to be continually doing, 
learning and knowing for more creative, sustainable solutions (Kerr 2006; Kerr & 
Darso 2007). An Artful Learning Framework, with prospects of building a change-
ready, participative, well-functioning organisational environment, has been proposed. 
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Three strategies of the Artful Learning Framework have been described, bound 
together with an ‘evaluator as learner’ component designed to monitor positive and 
inclusive ways to pause, draw back, gather, reflect and engage for best outcomes. It 
has been proposed, in effect, that good questions catalyse good answers, and that 
questioning, practiced as an art, may broaden scope and widen the horizons of the 
‘self’ and organisations to greater and more exciting possibilities. A drawback of the 
Framework is that fast-paced organisational life leaves insufficient time to invest in an 
Artful Learning Framework. However, one might pause and reflect that in one’s store 
of experiences, what might be termed artless approaches have resulted in the downfall 
of projects, the failure of change processes, loss of credibility and disillusionment of 
the people involved. Experience might tell, indeed, that the bridge of attempted 
remediation to redress the schism and failure of a failed initiative takes considerably 
longer to build and complete than the bridge of the artful, well-thought-through 
‘beginning’.  
 
Nick Nissley (paper forthcoming), describing Kerr’s (2006) Learning Wave 
Trajectory Model returns us to the theme of the wave and the notion of artful events 
catalysing learning, more artful events and more learning. This paper has been 
concerned with artful activity and capability transpiring to ‘have product, through 
being artful and becoming an artful being’ (Nissley, forthcoming). Consistent with 
this notion of sound outcome for individual and organisation, the Artful Learning 
Framework is offered to organisations seeking excellence in quality of engagement 
and quality of outcome, having a commitment to continually learning, doing and 
knowing.  
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